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Adams class ship USS Essex (IX-10) was designed and constructed by premier North 
American shipwright Donald McKay. Her keel was laid down in 1874 and she was 
launched in 1876. She was a three-decked wooden screw steamer sloop-of-war with 
auxiliary sail (bark-rigged). She was 185 feet long, 35 feet in the beam, had a 14.25-foot 
draft, and was 1,375 tons. When commissioned, she carried six big guns, all muzzle 
loaders: one XI-inch and four IX-inch Dahlgren Naval Artillery guns, and one 60-pound 
Parrott Rifle The ship’s armory carried dozens of small arms including rifles, pistols, 
revolvers, and cutlasses. Further, she carried a six auxiliary boats including a launch, 
two cutters, a whale boat, one gig, and a dinghy. The combinations of guns and 
watercraft carried on board USS Essex could change from log book to log book. She 
served with the US Navy in active duty and as a training ship with the Ohio Naval Militia, 
the Illinois Naval Militia, and the Minnesota Naval Militia. She was intentionally burned 
on Minnesota Point in Lake Superior at Duluth in 1931. Her Minnesota Archaeological 
Site Number is 21-SL-1030 and she is a National Register of Historic Places Property. 

Maritime Heritage Minnesota digitized the 62 known USS Essex log books held at the 
National Archives in Washington, DC, and at the US Naval Academy in Annapolis in 
2010. The log books consist of the daily activities on board the Essex as recorded by 
deck officers on duty. Those deck notes were then transcribed to be the official log of 
the Essex that were sent to the Navy Department in Washington, DC, where they were 
bound into their current book form. At the beginning of most log books, there are: a title 
page, two list of officers pages, a crew complement page (listing the crew by rank and 
job), an armaments page (list of the different large guns, boats, and small arms), and 
two pages of compass observations. Not all log books contain these pages and some 
include additional information, including a plan and section of the Essex in Log Books 8 
and 9 and four pages of directions on how to fill out log pages in Log Book 21. 
Sometimes two transcribed versions of log pages were sent to the Navy Department 
and duplicate books were produced. However, sometimes the duplicate books were not 
bound with exactly the same pages, so some books overlap each other in date. Also, 
some log book pages have writing too close to its spine edge and after binding, some 
words and numbers were ‘lost’ in the spine if the binding remained tight over the 
decades. Further, it must be kept in mind that the names of ships, both American and 
foreign, as well as geographical locations usually expressed in different languages will 
have variations in spelling. With this in mind, the deck officers of the Essex, when 
writing the log pages, may misunderstand what the actual name of a ship or 
geographical marker actually is and their handwriting may present challenges or be 
nearly illegible. The digitization and editing of the USS Essex log books were made 
possible with funding provided by the Minnesota Historical and Cultural Heritage Grant 
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program, part of the Arts and Cultural Heritage Fund of the Clean Water, Land and 
Legacy Amendment. 

Log Books 8-9 of the USS Essex: November 12, 1881 -  May 16, 1882 

The National Archives houses two identical versions of USS Essex Log Books 8 and 9. 
Essex Log Book 10, housed at the Naval Academy in Annapolis, is an abbreviated 
volume in a different format than Log Books 8-9, but pertains to the same time period. 
Throughout Log Books 8-9, comments were made on: 

๏ sail adjustments with sail type and action specified 
๏ banking of boiler fires in order to put the ship on stand-by for immediate use 
๏ coupling and uncoupling the propellor when the ship was shifting from steam to sail 

and vice-versa 
๏ when under steam the different watches record the average steam boiler pressure 

and engine revolutions 
๏ lowering of smokestack and proceeded under sail and vice-versa when the Essex 

was underway 
๏ when anchored nearly every watch described the state of the anchor cables: 

crossed (‘cross in hawse, stbd chain on top’ or ‘Elbow in hawse’) and often will 
mention ‘clearing the hawse’ (the crossed anchor cables were uncrossed) 

๏ casting deep sea lead for soundings 
๏ patent log readings 
๏ water distillation using the ship’s boilers to produce freshwater and refilling the 

freshwater tanks 
๏ coaling of the ship 
๏ weather recording: temperature, wind speed and direction, barometer readings, 

state of the sea 
๏ recording sea water density 
๏ recording the ship’s behavior (heavy rolling or pitching) 
๏ crew conducting ship maintenance: engine maintenance/repair, general ship 

cleaning, bilge cleaning and checking pumps, scraping and painting - and 
sometimes tarring and caulking - the ship’s hull and infrastructure, tarring down 
rigging, airing of rigging, repairing stays, repairing yards and booms, scraping and 
slushing spars, turned and cleaned hammocks, scraping and blacking boat davits 

๏ crew conducting drills: furling and unfurling sails, target practice with the main 
battery (great guns), target practice with the air gun, floating target practice, boat 
drills - all hands called to arms and away all boats for naval tactics under sail and 
oars, general quarters drills, small arms drills, fire drills, single stick drills, torpedo 
drills, passing powder drills, surprise enemy attack drills, Winchester Hotchkiss 
Magazine Rifle drills 

๏ Marine Guard infantry tactics drills 
๏ cadet/apprentice drills: signaling drills 
๏ receiving fresh water from shore through pumps or lighter 
๏ receiving provisions and stores: food, medical supplies, clothing, engineering gear, 

construction 
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๏ Quarterly Board of Survey’s findings of condemned articles on board (food, 
equipment) and their fate (food was usually tossed overboard) from the inventories 
of the different ship’s departments (Ordnance, Engineering, Navigation, Equipment, 
Medical, Pay) 

๏ crew promotions 
๏ crew quarters inspection 
๏ liberty parties sent ashore 
๏ lists of new crew members - recruits or transfers from other ships- taken on board 

during a cruise 
๏ crew transfers to other ships 
๏ crew members in solitary confinement or other punishments for various infractions, 

AWOL crew, general and summary court martial proceedings, AWOL crew put in 
irons 

๏ rewards offered for the return of AWOL crewmen 
๏ Sunday services after the reading of the Articles for Better Government of the Navy 

At the beginning of Log Books 8-9, on November 12, 1881, the USS Essex was moored 
at the League Island Navy Yard in the Delaware River at Philadelphia, PA. On 
November 12 she was recommissioned for active duty service in the US Navy under 
Commander Alexander H. McCormick. Throughout the month of November while at the 
Navy Yard, Essex received all variety of stores and several consignments of crewmen 
from the US Receiving Ship St. Louis in preparation for going to sea. The crew was 
busy painting the ship, the sails were received and the Engineering Department tested 
the engine on November 25, and practice drills began. On November 26 the tug Pilgrim 
towed a lighter alongside the Essex to transfer a load of gun power for the ship’s 
ordnance stores. The next day, the American steamer Saxon passed the Navy Yard and 
on November 28, USS Essex was standing down the Delaware River. She passed the 
Cape May and Cape Henlopen Lighthouses, Hen and Chickens Shoal, and Breakwater, 
Fenwick Island, and Cape Charles Lights. Along the way, depth soundings were taken 
and the ship’s officers ran the crew through a variety of training drills. 

On December 1, Essex passed Cape Charles and Cape Henry Lights and anchored off 
shore at Port Norfolk, Virginia, taking bearings off Fort Monroe and Lambert Light. Also 
at anchor, an officer from the sloop-of-war USS Kearsarge visited the Essex in the 
evening. The next day, tugboat USS Fortune assisted Essex in navigating the Elizabeth 
River to the Norfolk Navy Yard in Portsmouth, Virginia. Once at the Yard, Essex was 
drydocked while her rigging was fitted, and the crew mustered at quarters and 
conducted drills with the ship’s great guns. The crew’s hammocks were scrubbed and 
the ship’s bilges were cleaned. On December 15, Essex left the drydock one day later 
than planned due to a stuck caisson. Once launched, Essex moored to the coal dock 
and took on a load of fuel and the ship’s complement of Marine Guards drilled in infantry 
tactics.On December 17, the US Receiving Ship Colorado, stationed at the New York 
Navy Yard, transferred one landsman, five seamen, and 33 apprentice boys to serve on 
the Essex. Getting underway, Essex exchanged maritime signals with US Receiving 
Ship Franklin, moored at the St. Helena Annex at the Norfolk Navy Yard. Proceeding 
down the southern branch of the Elizabeth River, Essex anchored near the Naval 
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hospital at Portsmouth, Virginia, noting the Lambert Point and Hospital Lights. 
Interestingly, a large number of crewmen were going AWOL, even though the ship was 
only in commission for about 6 weeks and had not left the eastern Navy Yards. Essex 
offered reward money to the local police departments to return the AWOL sailors. On 
December 25, a steamer of the Old Dominion Line docked near Essex and three days 
later, the Navy Board of Inspection officers examined the ship before she was 
scheduled to go to sea. On December 30, Commander McCormick ordered the crew to 
put Essex through steam and sail trials in Chesapeake Bay to check all the ship’s 
systems in a protected waterway. The next day Essex anchored off Fort Monroe to test 
the ship’s anchors, lines, and the crew’s ability to secure the vessel. She then moved to 
again moor at the Naval Hospital at Portsmouth. 

In early January 1882, eight more seamen were transferred to Essex from USRS 
Colorado, an additional group of crewmen arrived from the USRS Franklin, and 
monetary rewards were still on offer for the return of AWOL sailors. On January 9, 
Essex left the Elizabeth River into the Atlantic and anchored off Fort Monroe. The next 
day, USS Essex steamed out to sea, heading toward Funchal, Madeira. The ship 
sighted Craney Island, Lambert Point, Thimble, and Old Port Lights, along with Cape 
Henry at Virginia Beach from a distance off the shore. A three-masted schooner was 
noted, and when Essex was a significant distance off the coast, Commander 
McCormick ordered the engine stopped, the propellor uncoupled, and the sails raised; 
Essex was under wind power crossing the Atlantic Ocean. On January 13, the ship 
encountered heavy weather that caused damage to the sails and the next day, the 
engine was started to assist the sails. Because of the storm’s power, the wheel ropes 
experienced strain and a set of relieving tacked had to be rigged up to assist the 
steering mechanism. On January 15, the gale had passed and the ship was under sail 
once more; a brig and a barque were sighted. On January 20, the log recorded that the 
crew had “sighted a find rainbow arching from the western to the norther point of the 
horizon” and then a British bark passed Essex, dipping her colors. The rest of the month 
saw the crew conducting gunnery and small arms practice, single stick exercises, and 
target practice with the air gun. 

In early February, Essex exchanged colors with a Greek bark and provided the ship with 
the longitude, and another vessel encountered had lost its fore topgallant mast. During 
a night watch, the crew “noticed a peculiar halo around the moon, consisting of a red 
ring, a green ring then a quarter red ring.” On the evening of February 4, the engine was 
stopped because damaged occurred to the water valve on one end of the high pressure 
cylinder. It was repaired and Essex continued toward Madeira. Taking sightings off of 
Flores Island in the Azores and another lighthouse to the NNW, on February 5 Essex 
pulled into Funchal in the early morning, anchoring after sunrise. Commander 
McCormick went ashore for official visits while the crew cleaned and conducted 
maintenance on the ship, performed drills, and stored newly received provisions. An 
English mail steamer went to sea; she dipped her colors with Essex when passing. A 
Portuguese steamer and corvette HBM (Her Britannic Majesty’s) Algerine anchor at 
Funchal; Essex sent an officer to extend courtesies to the British ship. The crew 
continued maintenance work on the ship’s rigging and stowed provisions below in 
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preparation for pulling anchor on February 11. Essex left Funchal, passed Gorguello 
Island (Ilheudo do Gorgulho) on her port side, and headed for Santa Cruz de Tenerife in 
the Canary Islands. Essex experienced deeply rolling waves on the way to Santa Cruz 
and passed a steamer along the way. After Tenerife was spotted, the engine connecting 
rod bolts broke, stranding the ship for most of a day. Once repaired, Essex steamed 
toward Tenerife and anchored at Santa Cruz on February 14. The American Consul, the 
Aide de Camp of the Governor of Tenerife, and the Captain of the Port in Santa Cruz 
visited the ship. On February 18, Essex left Tenerife heading to the Cape Verde 
Archipelago and its capital of Porto Praya (Praia). On February 20, the crew witness a 
very bright meteor moving from the southwest to the northeast for a considerable 
distance across the night sky. The ship anchored in Porto Praya on February 26; 
Commander McCormick left Essex for official visits on shore. The American Consul, the 
Porto Praya Military Commandant, and the Governor’s Aide boarded the Essex for a 
visit. The log took note of two schooners that came into the port at night without running 
lights. Essex left Porto Praya on February 28, steaming past Fogo Island. After noon, 
Essex stopped steaming and dropped a boat into the water to pick up a monkey that 
had jumped overboard. Fifteen minutes later the monkey was back on board, and Essex 
set out for Porto Grande on St. Vincent Island, Cape Verde. 

On March 1, 1882, Essex anchored in Porto Grande at St. Vincent Island, taking 
bearings of Bird Island and the Old Fort. The Health Officer and Captain of the Port 
visited the ship, an Essex officer went ashore to meet with the US Consul, and 
Commander McCormick made additional visits in Porto Grande. A bark anchored off the 
port bow and the English steamers Good Hope and Hercules went to sea. The Pacific 
Steam Navigation Company (out of England) ship Iberia, the second largest ship in the 
world in 1882 after Brunel’s Great Eastern, came to anchor. The March 4 log noted it 
was payday for the crew, and the English steamers Dago and Eastbourne arrived in 
port. The Iberia and a German bark left Porto Grande; they dipped their colors to Essex 
and Essex returned the courtesy. The Mayor of Porto Grande and the port’s military 
commander visited Essex, while crewmen were sent ashore for liberty. French, British, 
and German steamers anchored, the French corvette Talisman anchored astern of the 
Essex, and a French steamer left port. Another English steamer arrived in port and 
anchored, and the Commanding Officer of the Talisman boarded Essex for a visit. A 
German bark leaving the harbor exchange salutes with Essex, another English steamer 
arrived in port, and the English mail steamer Tamor departed Porto Grande. 

On March 11, Essex left Porto Grande to return to Porto Praya, passing Fogo Island 
and they spotted the Porto Praya and Mole Lights, anchoring in Porto Praya the next 
day. The Portuguese gunboat Guenza offered her services to Essex as a courtesy. 
Commander McCormick paid the ship a visit and Essex received an official visit from a 
Guenza officer. The Portuguese steamer China anchored in the harbor and on March 
13, Guenza departed Porto Praya. On March 14, Essex departed Porto Praya and 
headed for Monrovia, Liberia, passing Quail Island and Porto Praya Lights. The crew 
engaged in target practice and the log noted the ship was passing through tide rips. On 
March 24, Essex anchored in Monrovia and received a visit by a representative of  
Virginian-born Liberian President Anthony W. Gardiner. Commander McCormick sent 
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Essex officers to meet with the American Consul in Monrovia and to the English 
gunboat Algerine; the visit was reciprocated. Another English steamer entered and 
anchored in the harbor, and the Aid de Camp of the Governor of Sierra Leone visited 
Essex. On March 28 an American bark was anchored in the harbor along while HMS 
Algerine and the yacht Prince of Wales took to sea. The Secretary of the Interior for the 
Republic of Liberia, Edward Wilmot Blyden, visited Essex and the private secretary of 
President Gardiner boarded the ship for passage to Bassa, Liberia. The next day, Essex 
headed toward Bassa, conducting a sounding survey along the way; she anchored at 
Bassa on March 30. President Gardiner’s secretary went ashore and returned later in 
the day, while the US Consular agent based in  Bassa visited the hip. On March 31, 
Essex left Bassa under steam toward Tembo, Liberia. 

On April 1, Essex steamed toward Sinoe, Liberia, conducting a sounding survey along 
the way; the exercise was briefly interrupted because of wheel rope trouble. Essex 
anchored at Sinoe, taking bearings off South and North Point. President Gardiner’s 
secretary went ashore and Georgia-born Liberian Attorney General Joseph J. Ross 
visited Essex. Two more Liberian passengers, Senators Sherman and Fuller, come on 
board and on April 2, Essex departed Sinoe for Cape Palmas, Liberia. Arriving at Cape 
Palmas on April 3, Senators Sherman and Fuller went ashore at Cape Palmas. On April 
5, Essex departed Cape Palmas for Montevideo, Uruguay. One day out of Liberia, the 
ship hove to in order to pick up ‘articles’ accidentally dropped overboard. Essex Log 
Book 10 identified the ‘articles’ as live chickens. While traveling across the Atlantic 
Ocean, the Essex crew lost a battle axe and hammer overboard by accident, and noted 
a large school of black fish. On April 18, while rigging the torpedo boom for a drill, an 
accident damaged the boom and the Survey Board condemned it and relegated it to be 
used as fuel. Proceeding across the Atlantic throughout the rest of April, the Essex crew 
sighted the sails of ships at various times and passed a Russian bark. 

On May 1, Essex crewmen had gunnery practice using a floating target and two ‘boys’ - 
apprentices - fell overboard while painting boats; the ship stopped to retrieve them. On 
May 5, Essex exchanged colors with a passing English brigantine and two days later, 
the upper part of the port pivot post washed overboard. Further, Essex lost one muzzle 
bag and one 8-inch rammer overboard as well. On May 14, Essex was taking deep sea 
soundings, but the procedure was interrupted when hot bearings forced the engineers 
to stop the engine. Also, repairs were made to jammed steering gear. The next day, 
Essex spotted the Santa Maria, San Ignacio, and Maldonado Lights, the River Plate, 
and Flores Island. On May 16, 1882, Essex entered the Bay of Montevideo and 
anchored, then exchanged marine code signals with sloop-of-war USS Brooklyn. Essex 
received official visits from Italian, French, Argentine, Spanish, Brazilian and English 
men-of-war anchored at Montevideo. 

Tags: 
American Ships: sloop-of-war USS Brooklyn, frigate US Receiving Ship Colorado, 
sloop-of-war USS Essex, tugboat USS Fortune, US Receiving Ship Franklin, US 
Receiving Ship St. Louis, steamer Saxon 
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British Ships: corvette HBMS Algerine, steamer Dago, steamer Eastbourne, steamer 
Good Hope, steamer Hercules, steamer Iberia, mail steamer Tamor 

French Ship: corvette Talisman 

Portuguese Ship: gunboat Guenza 

Sierra Leonean Ship: yacht Prince of Wales 
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